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How to Read
the Bible
Part 3
by Walter F. Specht

B

y reading the four Gospels
and the Acts of the Apostles in the
order suggested last week, you have
become familiar with Jesus—His life,
His teachings, His death, His resurrection and ascension. You have also
gained a view of the spread of the
church from Jerusalem, throughout
the Mediterranean world to Rome, the
capital of the empire. You have also
received an insight into the work of
Christianity's greatest missionary, the
Apostle Paul.
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Would it not be fascinating now to
get an insight into Paul's very soul by
reading his letters that have been
preserved? The great apostle used the
standard form of a Greek letter as a
powerful means of nourishing and
strengthening the Christian lives of his
converts, and of offering solutions to
some of the crucial problems that
Christians faced. The church today
faces many of these same problems.
These letters are therefore an invaluable source of inspired instruction for

modern Christians. You would do well
to read them in the order in which
they were written.
Paul's earliest letter was written to
the Christian community in Thessalonica, a large seaport town in Macedonia (today, northern Greece). This
letter, which we call 1 Thessalonians,
was probably the earliest part of the
New Testament that was written. It
comes from about 51 A.D. and gives
us a vivid picture of Paul's pastoral
care for his converts to the Christian
faith. The letter has been divided into
five short chapters which give a picture
of early Christian life and belief. It is
of special interest to Adventists to
note that in every one of these chapters there is an emphasis on the hope
of the return of Jesus Christ. The most
important passages run from chapter
4:13 to 5:11. These early Christians
had the hope of Christ's coming burning in their hearts.
A few months after writing 1
Thessalonians, Paul found it necessary
to send another letter to the Christian
community in Thessalonica to correct
the idea that the advent would come
immediately, and therefore, why work
to make a living? We call it 2 Thessalonians. The great apostle warns that
the coming of an apostasy and the
revelation of the man of lawlessness
2 Thessalonians warns of the
coming of an apostasy and the
revelation of the man of lawlessness preceding the advent.

would precede the advent. Therefore
they should not expect the return of
Christ immediately. Meanwhile they
should work quietly and earn their
own living. As was Paul's usual practice, this letter was most likely dictated to a secretary. But at the end he
adds a few words in his own handwriting: "I, Paul, write this greeting
with my own hand. This is the mark in
every letter of mine; it is the way I
write" (2 Thess. 3:17). This practice
not only gave his letters a very personal touch, but also may have helped
to discourage the practice of false
letters circulating in Paul's name (2
Thess. 2:2).
One of the richest of Paul's letters
was written to the Corinthian Christians from Ephesus during the latter
part of his stay there between 54 and

57 A.D. This letter, our 1 Corinthians,
deals with problems that existed in the
Christian community at Corinth, and
answered questions put to Paul in a
letter from them. As the result we
have one of the richest of his letters
covering a large number of problems.
It contains instruction pertaining to
problems of marriage and divorce, law
suits between Christians, foods offered
to idols, worship and the Lord's
Supper, and spiritual gifts, especially
tongues. It has the fullest discussion of

1 Corinthians gives instruction
on marriage and divorce, law
suits between Christians, worship,
the Lord's supper, and spiritual
gifts.

the doctrine of the resurrection to be
found in the New Testament.
A few months later the most autobiographical of all of Paul's letters was
written to the Corinthian church. We
call it 2 Corinthians today. The letter
falls naturally into three parts. In the
first seven chapters the apostle gives a
review of his recent relations with the
church at Corinth. He expresses his
anxiety for the Christians there, his
joy at their repentance and reformation consequent upon his previous
letter, and defends his own mission
and method as an apostle. In chapters
8 and 9 he deals with the part he
hoped the Corinthians would play in
the collection for the poor saints in
Jerusalem. The last three chapters are
a vigorous defense of his own apostolic
authority.
The letter to the Galatians has sometimes been called the Magna Charta of
the Christian Church. While much of it
is devoted to a defense of Paul's
apostolic authority, it is of chief interest to us because of the answers it
gives to some of the great questions of
Christian faith and life. How can a
person find acceptance with God?
Must a Gentile become a Jew in order
to become a Christian? How can a
sinner be justified in God's sight?
According to this letter, a man is not
justified by legal works, but by grace
available through faith in Jesus Christ.
In the epistle to the Romans, the
apostle sets forth a complete statement of the Gospel as he saw it. There
one finds the answer to the great

question: "How can I be certain of the
salvation of my soul?" Paul shows the
universal sinfulness of man, on the one
hand, and God's universal saving grace,
on the other. No brief paragraph can
give an adequate description of the
wealth of spiritual truth found in this
religious masterpiece.
Colossians was written in the early
60s to set forth the preeminence and
all-sufficiency of Christ, as against
heretical teachings that were threatening the church. A companion letter to
the Ephesians sets forth in sublime
language God's eternal purpose in
establishing and perfecting the church
of Christ, drawn from various nationalities and cultures, yet united in a
fellowship of the Spirit. The brief
letter to Philemon concerns the fate of
a runaway slave named Onesimus, who
had become a Christian. The letter to
the Philippians breathes Paul's radiant
joy and confidence in God in spite of
his bonds. The four letters mentioned
here together are called "Prison
Epistles," because Paul was a prisoner
when he wrote them.
The last three letters credited to
Paul are known as "Pastoral" letters: 1
and 2 Timothy were written to Paul's
son in the faith, the young pastor,
Timothy. Titus who was left to care
for the Christians on the island of
Crete was the recipient of the other.
It is difficult to classify the literary
form of the book of Hebrews. It does
not begin like a letter, though it ends
like one with personal notes, greetings,
and a benediction. The book speaks of
itself as a "word of exhortation" (Heb.
13:22), the synagogue term for the
sermon following the reading of "the
law and the prophets." This "sermon"
clearly sets forth the claim that Christianity is the final and perfect religion.
Hebrews clearly sets forth the
claim that Christianity is the
final and perfect religion.

It is final because it is embodied in
Christ. The history and worship of Old
Testament times find their fulfillment
in Him. It particularly emphasizes the
function of Christ as the Christian's
High Priest in heaven. This book will
challenge you to consider the unlimited spiritual resources available
through the ministration of our great
High Priest.

The literary form of a Greek letter
was so effectively used by Paul that
other Christian leaders also used it.
You are now ready to read these
so-called "Catholic" letters. James the
"brother" of Jesus, wrote a letter of
encouragement from Jerusalem to
Jewish Christians who were being
oppressed by fellow Jews. Peter in
Rome wrote to believers in northern
Asia Minor to encourage them to face
up to the persecution they were experiencing from their pagan neighbors.
The letter we call 2 Peter was a strong
warning against false teachers. Much of
its content parallels material in Jude.
John, the great apostle of love,
wrote his first epistle to counteract the
Docetic teaching which denied that
the incarnation was real. "We know
that Jesus' humanity was real," John
asserts, "for we saw him with our eyes,
heard him with our ears, and handled
him with our hands." John also
affirmed, that the sufferings of Christ
on the cross were real. He came not
only by water, but by blood (1 John
5:7). By that blood we are cleansed
from sin (1 John 1:8). All three of
John's letters "breathe the Spirit of
love. It seems as if he wrote with a pen
dipped in love." They are worth your
careful reading.
The New Testament closes with
the Apocalypse, in which "all
the books of the Bible meet and
end."
The New Testament closes with the
Apocalypse, in which "all the books of
the Bible meet and end." It is the
product of a prophet who portrays
"the deep things of God." In writing
this book John knew full well that he
was not presenting the product of his
own thinking or his own literary
imagination. He was writing that
which had been shown to him on
Patmos in response to the command,
"Write what you see in a book. . ."
(Rev. 1:11). Here are messages of
comfort and guidance for the church
until the day of its final triumph with
Christ. "Blessed is he who reads aloud
the words of this prophecy, and
blessed are those who hear, and who
keep what is written therein; for the
time is near" (Rev. 1:3).
All Bible references are taken from
the Revised Standard Version.
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